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overseas without official approval (or, in some cases, despite official protests and bans)-caught the attention of the Western media and have generated a sustained interest in alternative Chinese filmmaking. i However, if we extend the term "independent" to encompass works produced independently of direct state funding and administrative control, we come to realize that Chinese independent productions had actually begun with documentaries in the late 1980s when China was undergoing an unprecedented intellectual Lü Xinyu describes what happened in the 1990s as a "new documentary movement" that aimed to "document China" (jilu Zhongguo), but documentarists like Duan Jinchuan believe that, exciting as they were, their works of the 1990s did not quite constitute a movement or revolution.
iii I agree with Duan's more modest assessment and argue that "movement" may be too strong a word for describing Chinese independent documentary of the past decade, especially when we consider the small number of its participants, the unavailability of its representative works to the public, and its little impact on domestic audiences. Nevertheless, as Lü demonstrates, enough shared aspirations in this body of works merit our study of them as a special phenomenon, and I treat this phenomenon of "marginality" as an example of what I describe elsewhere as alternative cultural production in contemporary China. iv This study explores the origins, styles, problems, solutions, and possible future directions in Chinese independent documentary. My initial argument is that we should not indiscriminately accept Chinese independents' typical claims to "truth" (zhenshi), "reality" (xianshi), and "objectivity" (keguan) but, instead, must investigate their preferred means of achieving their perceptions of truth and reality. In this study, therefore, I focus less on claims to the inherent truth content of particular subjects than on the preferred styles in Chinese documentary and the ideological implications of preferring certain styles to others.
A comparative perspective is needed for stylistic and ideological considerations, and my observation of the parallels in Chinese and Euro-American documentaries is meant to foreground the historical specificities in the tortuous development of Chinese independent documentary.
Origins: Unofficial Points of Views Inside and Outside the State System
In June 1991 Shi Jian gathered a few close friends of CCTV and organized the first Wu Wenguang quickly emerged as a nominal leader of the independents, who defined their oppositional stance vis-à-vis the mainstream: to resist the "corrupt" filmmaking tradition and to turn the world of film and television upside down. They set two requirements for the independent documentary: independent production (i.e., raising money on your own and controlling the entire process) and independent thinking (i.e., no longer serving as a mouthpiece to official ideology). Private money, however, was difficult to obtain in the early 1990s. While on the CCTV payroll, Shi Jian did moonlighting work to earn additional money for the eight-part Tiananmen and even sold his own refrigerator to make the ends meet. Outside the state system, Wu Wenguang did various odd jobs, producing television programs and designing VCDs for exhibitions.
Given the sensitive political climate right after the June Fourth of 1989, Chinese independent documentaries had a bumpy start. Originally conceived for the celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the People's Republic of China, the Tiananmen series did not pass the censors because its depiction of the daily lives of ordinary Beijing residents was judged to be too "gray" and too "passive."
v By the time Tiananmen entered a German film festival in 1994, Shi Jian and his group had already abandoned independent production and, instead, diligently worked for structural changes within the CCTV system. In January 1993, Shi helped launch the "Eastern Horizons" (Dongfang shikong), a program focused on investigating contemporary issues; in May 1993, he inaugurated the "Eastern Talents"
(Dongfang zhi zi), a program of in-studio interviews; and in March 1996, he established the first full-scale Chinese talk show, "Talks in Ernest" (Shihua shishuo). All these programs became extremely popular and influential across China due in part to their fresh formats and in part to their appearance of real people, authentic lives, and truthful revelations. Corresponding to what happened in independent documentary, the efforts to distance from propaganda and to address the audience's everyday concerns were clearly visible inside the official institution. Chen Meng, a producer of the popular CCTV program "Living Space"
(Shenghuo kongjian), issued the slogan "let ordinary people tell their own stories" and instructed her crew to readjust their attitude in 1993:
Abandon your so-called sense of responsibility, abandon your concern for the so-called deep structure of culture, and treat your interviewees as you would your friends and loved ones. As a result you will acquire the most sincere sense of responsibility and produce the deepest kind of criticism.
vii Chen Meng's words demonstrate that the shifting of points of view to "ordinary people"
(laobaixing, literally, "people of a hundred surnames") was a major trend in both official and In its first few episodes, the "poor"
(qiongren) they covered include a schoolteacher, a handicapped person, someone raising an abandoned child, and a teenage maid-all under-represented in the previous official programming. Significantly, rather than serve "the people" (renmin) or "workers, peasants, and soldiers" (gong-nong-bing), the urgent mission now was to serve laobaixing, which had been reconceived as more concrete or humanist than renmin and less political or propagandist than gong-nong-bing.
Obviously, the desires to distance-if not always resist-the official rhetoric and to document the everyday lives of laobaixing, especially those from the lower social strata, had united documentarists inside and outside the state system. Indeed, during the 1990s, the boundary between the official and the unofficial was frequently crossed. As in Wiseman's films, organizational strategies establish a preferred reading-in this case, one that favors the personal over the political, that seeks out and celebrates the irruptions of individual feeling and conscience in the face of institutional constraint, that re-writes historical process as the expression of an indomitable human essence whatever the circumstance. But the pure cinéma vérité was hard to achieve, and the majority of Chinese documentarists have preferred mixing observation with "talking-head" interviews. with the subjects but also creates a process of collaboration in the production of knowledge.
The question of "encounter" brings us to a touchy issue in Chinese documentary:
subject exploitation, which can be divided into three types. The first type involves a complete disregard of the subject's human value and dignity by pursuing a sensational or objectifying investigation. Such exploitation is most evident in official television programs. (canren) method, she confesses, and she is aware that she shot the documentary for herself
and not for her subjects, to whom she was able to show merely part of the documentary. Ju's work brings us to the much-discussed relationship between truth and subjectivity.
According to Chen Meng, what Michelangelo Antonioni suggests in Beyond the Clouds
(1995) is a vision of inexhaustible truths-one truth lies behind another, which lies behind yet another, so on and so forth-visually symbolized by a black hole. Chen's argument is worth quoting at length:
What is truth? The ultimate truth is invisible. In terms of space, truth is a point of view. In terms of time, truth is getting infinitely closer to a point. As early as the 1960s, world documentary theory has made it clear that we not only need to see them [the subjects] in front of the camera but also you [the artist] behind the camera.
xli
There is a Strong Wind in Beijing is one such work that lets us see the documentarist behind the camera and hear his subjective voice.
Interestingly, Wu Wenguang himself may be moving closer to re-asserting one's subjective voice and reclaiming self-reflexivity in documentary. His newest work, Fuck Cinema (Caotama de dianying, 2004), which follows an unknown writer trying desperately to raise funds for a film based on his screenplay, ends with the disillusioned writer's on-camera criticism of Wu the documentarist for not be able to help him out. By shifting attention to the artist behind the camera in its final sequence, Damned Filmmaking has achieved a measure of self-reflexivity unseen in Wu's previous work.
Conclusion: Toward Amateurism in a DV Age
Fifteen years have passed since Wu Wenguang and Shi Jian first started independent documentary in the late 1980s. The process of repositioning in the late 1990s has convinced documentarists like Wu that special points of view are as crucial as documentary styles and that these points of view apply not just to their subjects but to the artists themselves as well.
Ultimately, Wu admits, it is "a question of self-liberation, a question of self-reflection." xlii Jiang Yue's self-reflection has empowered him to speak for his fellow artists:
We are rather disgusted with the term 'underground'; one can describe us as marginal, but we are not underground. We do not want to oppose something; rather, we just like documentary and want to use it as a special way of expressing our views about the society." We are just a group of ordinary people passionate for DV, and we care for whatever we like to care for." Jinchuan, for one, remains unconvinced that the latest technological invention is a panacea to all: "The problem now is that film lacks artistic power as it has become more and more amateur, more and more nonprofessional, and therefore more and more insignificant." 
